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Ethics and Public Relations: A Good Outcome from a Bad Source?!
Like all Johnnies and Bennies from the late 1970s onward, I
took an ethics class as part of my liberal arts requirements.
The goal of these classes, then as now, is to help students
wrestle with ethical dilemmas and to complicate their moral
views, to help them understand the world is more often than
not complicated and messy. Students are expected to wrestle
with tradeoffs and grey areas in ways that will serve them well
in their personal and professional lives.
As I considered this post, I was reminded of how Professors
Jim Murphy and Linda Hansen regularly challenged my
worldview.
My moral dilemma:
A good thing happened to an institution I know to be doing fine work to transform the lives of young people. This institution got
some rare and unusually good press by being mentioned in the Wall Street Journal. The institution was noted for having one
of the highest returns on investment (ROI) among liberal arts colleges in the country. Number 15 to be precise (see the table
below for liberal arts majors). OK, the institution also happens to be my employer, Saint John’s University of Collegeville, MN,
but that is not the moral dilemma.
The problem is that the methodology for calculating the ROI for the schools is flawed. As an economist who has written about
this exact problem before, I cannot claim to be unaware of the methodological problem. Simply described, the study uses a
non-random sample of alumni from the colleges studied. Does this problem totally discredit the analysis? Maybe, maybe not.
Should it cause me to ignore this rare mention of Saint John’s in the WSJ? Isn’t part of my job to highlight the value of a Saint
John’s education? Might some good come from mentioning the good press for SJU?
My solution:
Rather than using this headline for this post:
Saint John’s Ties Yale and Tops Amherst and Holy Cross in ROI
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Please consider this to be the headline, were I to post on this topic:
Saint John’s University’s Good Professional Outcomes Noted in the WSJ
I’ll sleep OK since this is not exactly the trial of Socrates, but I learned enough from Murph and Linda to know they’d give me
no more than a C+ for trying to have my cake and eat it too!
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